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METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR CENTERING A 
TRANSDUCER OVER A RECORDED TRACK ON A 

ROTARY STORAGE MEDIUM 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

1. Field of the Invention 
This invention generally relates to information re 

cording and reproduction apparatus and, more espe 
cially, to apparatus for ?nding the center of an informa 
tion-bearing track without the use of auxiliary tracking 
heads or servo tracks, 

2. Description Relative to the Prior Art 
In order to recover information recorded on a circu 

lar track on a rotary storage medium, it is important to 
center a playback head on the part of the track produc 
ing the greatest signal strength. This is ordinarily the 
center of the track, where the signal envelope corre 
sponds to maximum signal amplitude. Finding the cen 
ter based on amplitude measurement is dif?cult for a 
number of reasons: interference between tracks pro 
duces anomalous amplitude readings, different signal 
levels from medium to medium and player to player 
necessitate dealing with a variety of signal levels, and 
the signal drop from outer to inner tracks on the same 
medium complicates the interpretation of signal levels. 

U.S. Pat. 4,204,234 describes a track-following servo 
in which a playback head follows a path de?ned by the 
maximum amplitude data signals. The crest or maxi 
mum amplitude signal is found by the analysis of a regu 
lar sequence of digitized amplitude samples. The track 
center is found by observing that the present sample 
(third sample, in time) is less than the previous sample 
(second sample), which in turn was greater than the one 
prior to it (?rst sample). A position error signal is calcu 
lated from these amplitude samples and input to the 
servo to direct the head backwards toward the track 
center. In a further aspect of this technique, a fourth 
amplitude sample strengthens the criteria for crest de 
tection if it is less than the third sample. This track-fob 
lowing technique is intended for following an existing, 
known‘track where a signal crest is assured. Its reliance 
on the amplitude value of adjacent samples, however, is 
susceptible to anomalous signal levels characteristic of 
unknown tracks and unknown media, a situation such as 
encountered when a medium is ?rst put into a player. 

It is known to base a tracking decision upon a thresh 
old related to the expected signal level. U.S. Pat. 
4,689,700 describes a thresholding technique in which 
track center is found by determining the positions 
where the envelope signal strength passes a fixed 
threshold on both its upward and downward slopes. 
Track center is then calculated to be midway between 
the two points. Since average signal strength drops 
from outer to inner tracks and a ?xed threshold could 
miss a track, the ‘700 patent allows for varying the 
threshold level depending on the position of the track. 
This technique, however, is based on implicit fore 
knowledge of the expected signal. Noisy signal levels or 
unusual signal levels, which are dependent on the vaga 
ries of the recording environment, will still lead to erro 
neous estimation of track centers. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The invention incorporates a thresholding technique 
that operates substantially independent of absolute sig 
nal level and thus does not depend on implicit fore 
knowledge of the recorded signal. After tentatively 
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2 
?agging an amplitude change, e.g., from‘ increasing to 
decreasing, as a signal maximum, a threshold is applied 
to the signal excursion after the tentative signal maxi 
mum. The threshold, while representing a ?xed ampli 
tude difference, is tied to a signal peak rather than to a 
speci?c signal level. If the signal amplitude drops 
through this amplitude difference, then the tentative 
signal maximum is validated as a real track center rather 
than just some perturbation in the signal. 

In practicing the invention, an amplitude signal is 
generated as a transducer is moved radially across a 
rotating storage medium. A signal maximum is discrimi 
nated by comparing samples of the amplitude signal. 
The amplitude sample representative of the signal maxi 
mum is retained. Each succeeding amplitude sample is 
subtracted from the retained sample until the amplitude 
difference exceeds a predetermined “excursion” thresh 
old. Passing this threshold “validates” the signal maxi 
mum as a true track center. Meanwhile, according to a 
further aspect of the invention, the increments of trans 
ducer movement past the position of signal maximum 
are counted. The accumulated count at the point of 
signal validation is retained. The transducer is then 
moved in a reverse radial direction through a distance 
corresponding to the retained count until it substantially 
overlies the center of the track. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

The invention will be described with reference to the 
drawings, in which: 
FIG. 1 is a block diagram of tracking apparatus used 

according to the invention in connection with a mag 
netic disk player; 
FIGS. 2(A) through 2(L) show a series of illustra 

tions comparing head location with amplitude signal 
waveforms; . 

FIGS. 3(A) through 3(C) include a flow chart show 
ing operation of the tracking apparatus of FIG. 1 ac 
cording to the invention and FIG. 3(B) shows an ampli 
tudesignal waveform helpful in understanding the flow 
chart; and _ 

FIGS. 4(A) through 4(C) are illustrations useful in 
describing another embodiment of the invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
INVENTION 

Because players are well known for reproducing 
information from circular tracks on a storage medium, 
the present description will be directed in particular to 
elements forming part of, or cooperating more directly 
with, tracking apparatus in accordance with the present 
invention. Player elements not speci?cally shown or 
described herein may be selected from those known in 
the art. 

Referring ?rst to FIG. 1, tracking apparatus 10 is 
shown for centering a transducer head 12 over an infor~ 
mation-bearing track 14 on an information-bearing stor 
age medium 16. While the invention may be employed 
with various forms of storage such as optical or mag 
netic, and with various media con?gurations such as 
disk or drum, the preferred embodiment is implemented 
in combination with a magnetic disk and magnetic play 
back equipment. The track 14 is one magnetic track of 
a plurality of such tracks (others not shown) that are 
formed concentrically with respect to a central hub 18 
in the disk 16. The hub 18 supports the disk 16 for rota 
tion by attachment with a motor 20, which for a typical 
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video application would rotate the disk 16 at 60 Hz. 
During track access, the head 12 is driven by a head 
transport 22 along a radial path 24 extending from the 
outermost track to the innermost track on the disk 16. 
The radial movement of the head 12 is registered in 
even increments by an encoder 26 attached to the head 
transport 22. 
A repetitive, generally sinusoidal amplitude signal is 

generated as the head moves across the plurality of 
tracks (as represented by the track 14). The head trans 
port 22 moves the head 12 across the tracks at a rate that 
yields an amplitude signal frequency that is less than the 
frequency of disk rotation (60 Hz). The amplitude signal 
is boosted by an ampli?er 28 and applied either to the 
tracking apparatus 10 or to a playback circuit (not 
shown) via a switch 30. With the switch 30 connecting 
the head output to the tracking apparatus 10, the ampli 
tude signal is sampled by a sample/hold circuit 32 and 
the sample output is digitized by an analog/digital con 
verter 34. The digitized amplitude samples are applied 
to a data/address bus 36 through an input/output unit 
38. A processor 40, such as a programmed microproces 
sor, implements the track centering procedure. The 
processor 40 ?rst applies the amplitude samples to a low 
pass ?lter de?ned in software and stored in a low pass 
program memory 42. The low pass ?lter has a cutoff 
frequency somewhat above the frequency at which the 
head 12 should pass over tracks but below the period of 
rotation of the disk 16. This cutoff frequency helps to 
eliminate noise, intertrack interference, and the effects 
of eccentrically recorded tracks. 
The output of the low pass ?lter essentially represents 

a sine wave at the frequency at which the head encoun 
ters tracks. In the preferred embodiment, the head 
movement is such that signal peaks occur at about 30 Hz 
and the low pass ?lter is set up to cut off at about 50 Hz. 
The ?ltered amplitude samples are stored in a sample 
memory 44, from which they are accessed for subse 
quent processing. The processor 40, by means of a clock 
oscillator 46, controls the sampling frequency of the 
sample/hold circuit 32. The processor 40 also directs 
movement of the transducer head 12 through the I/O 
unit 38 and controls the switch 30 to select either a track 
access mode or a playback mode. The encoder 26 
supplies position signals to the processor 40 through the 
I/O unit 38. These position signals represent increments 
of transducer movement relative to the path 24. 
The ?ltered amplitude samples are retrieved from the 

sample memory 44 and processed according to the in‘ 
vention by an excursion threshold program, which is 
shown as being stored in a program memory 48. The 
excursion threshold software detects when the output 
of the low pass ?lter changes from an increasing slope 
to a decreasing slope. The position of the head 12, as 
provided by the encoder‘ 26, is noted at this point. When 
the output of the ?lter has fallen a certain amount (the 
excursion threshold Thmax) then the software “vali 
dates” the track as being real and not just a perturbation 
in the signal. 

This procedure is shown by relative head movement 
in the ?rst series of illustrations A-G in FIG. 2. FIG. 
2(A) shows the head 12 just straddling the edge of the 
track 14. The companion sinusoidal waveform repre 
sents a typical ?ltered waveform of the amplitude signal 
as'the head traverses the track 14. The level x is the 
level of the ?lter output for the head position at that 
point relative to the track 14. As the signal level just 
crosses the signal axis in FIG. 2(A) the head 12 is mov 
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4 
ing onto the track 14. As the head 14 moves into and 
over the center line CL in FIG. 2(B and C) the signal 
rises toward the signal maximum as shown by FIG. 
2(C). With the next sample (FIG. 2(D)) showing a de 
crease, it can be surmised that the prior sample (FIG. 
2(C)) was a signal maximum. But whether it actually 
was track center remains to be con?rmed. First the 
signal value for the potential signal maximum (FIG. 
2(C)) is saved. The disk position of the potential signal 
maximum, as provided by the encoder 26, is also saved. 
Then each subsequent signal value is subtracted from 
the saved signal maximum value until the excursion 
threshold Thmax is exceeded and the tentative identi?ca 
tion of a signal maximum in FIG. 2(C) can be “vali 
dated”. Because the position at “validation” is known 
relative to the position at track center, the head 12 can 
be moved backwards to locate over track center. (Since 
there is some phase shift or delay in the low pass ?lter, 
an amount corresponding to this delay is added to the 
physical count from the encoder 26 to correctly reposi 
tion the head 12.) 
The procedure used to locate a signal maximum and 

then “validate” track center can also be used to locate a 
signal minimum and consequently “validate” the center 
of the area dividing a pair of tracks (which may be a 
guard band or simply a region of lessened signal 
strength). This is shown diagrammatically in FIG. 
2(I-I-L) as the head 12 moves radially off the track 14, 
across a guard band g, and onto an adjacent track 14’. 
When the head 12 straddles the center line CL’ of the 
guard band g, the amplitude signal is located at a signal 
minimum as shown by FIG. 2(J). Another excursion 
threshold Thmi,I is used to determine when the signal 
level rises far enough (FIG. 2(L)) to be con?dent that 
the signal minimum actually represents the center line 
separating the tracks 14 and 14’. Counting transitions 
from signal peaks (center line of recorded tracks) to 
signal valleys (the center line of the guard band between 
tracks) is helpful in moving the head from a track to 
another track several tracks away. As long as the num 
ber of recorded tracks between the current track and 
the desired track is known, the desired track can be 
found without depending on tracks being recorded at 
speci?c physical locations. In the latter case, a “vali 
dated” signal valley will be between two recorded 
tracks but not necessarily equidistant between them. 
Since there is no need to center the head precisely in a 
signal valley, but only to recognize its passage as the 
head moves, the counts from the encoder 26 are not 
used to reposition the head. 
FIGS. 3(A) and 3(C) show a ?ow chart summarizing 

an implementation of the track validation and centering 
technique embodied in the excursion threshold pro 
gram. The program variables are de?ned as follows: 
COUNT=track difference between the current and 

the sought-after track. 
DELTA=counts from the encoder 26. 
TRACK=1, means head is on track. =0, means head 

is off track. 
SAMPLE=present value of amplitude signal. 
OLDSAMPLE=previous value of amplitude signal. 
THRESHOLD=both excursion thresholds, in this 

MAX=signal maximum, as used in the threshold 
equation. 

MIN=signal minimum, as used in the threshold equa 
tion. 
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The threshold equation is seen in decision blocks 60 and 
62 for signal minimum (valley) and signal maximum 
(peak), respectively. Initial conditions (block 64) are 
established by specifying the COUNT for the number 
of tracks to be crossed (including the one sought) and 
either saving MAX, MIN, OLDSAMPLE, DELTA, 
and TRACK from the previous track access or by aver 
aging a number of samples taken at the starting head 
location to obtain the initial value of these variables. 
The program strategy is to have both MAX and MIN 
decline simultaneously (block 66) in a region a of the 
waveform (FIG. 3(B)) when SAMPLE<OLDSAM 
PLE. At point b (FIG. 3(B)), MIN is ?xed and MAX 
begins to rise (block 68) through region 0 (FIG. 3(B)) 
until the excursion threshold Thmin is exceeded (block 
60). A signal valley has now been “validated”. Then, in 
region (1 (FIG. 3(B)) both MAX and MIN rise (block 
70) until a signal maximum (point e, FIG. 3(B)) is 
reached and MAX is ?xed. Thereafter, in region f (FIG. 
3(B)), MIN falls (block 72) with MAX remaining con 

. stant until the excursion threshold‘Thmax is exceeded 
(block 62). Then COUNT is decremented by one (block 
74) and the loop is repeated as the head continues to 
move radially across the tracks. When COUNT is dec 
remented to zero, the program exits the main loop and 
the head is moved backwards DELTA increments plus 
the ?lter delay (block 76) until it is centered over the 
desired track. 

If track center is determined by measuring the ampli 
tude signal generated by a playback head, then the head 
must be returned to track center because the procedure 
of ?nding and validating track center takes the head 
away from the center. In practical terms, this means 
reversing the motion of the head and travelling past the 
center in the opposite direction, and then reversing the 
motion of the head again and ?nally approaching the 
center in the same direction as- it was initially ap 
proached. Such overtravel and return is desirable be 
cause it eliminates problems due to “lost motion” or 
backlash in the gear train driving the head transport. 
FIG. 4 illustrates an additional embodiment of the in 
vention which avoids reversing the motion of the head 
during the track validation and centering procedure. 

In FIGS. 4(A) through 4(C) two heads are provided: 
a leading head 80 and a trailing head 82. The heads 80 
and 82 are mounted in a block 84 that separates them by 
a predetermined ?xed distance d1. During track center 
ing, the block 84 moves radially in relation to the disk in 
a direction speci?ed by the arrow 86. The lending head 
80 is used as in the preceding embodiment to locate a 
signal maximum and then “validate” track center (or to 
locate a signal minimum and then “validate” a guard 
band). Initially, the block 84 is moved across a track 88 
(FIG. 4(A)) just as in the prior procedure (FIG. 3(A)). 
When the excursion threshold Thmax is exceeded and 
the track is “validated”, the leading head 80 has moved 
a distance d; past the center of the track 88 (FIG. 4(B)). 
Then, instead of reversing the motion of the heads, the 
block 84 continues to move in the direction 86 through 
a distance d1-d2 (i.e., DELTA=d1-d2 increments) until 
the trailing head 82 is centered over the track 88. In this 
way, the track-?nding motion is always in one direction 
and problems related to “backlash” are avoided. 
The embodiment illustrated by FIGS. 4(A) through 

4(C) are especially useful if there is a second track 90 
located a distance d1 (measured center-to-center) from 
the first track 88 (FIG. 4(C)). Then each head is cen 
tered over a respective track as a result of one track 
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6 
centering operation. The embodiment of FIGS. 4(A) 
through 4(C) are the preferred implementation in that 
the invention is applied to a still video system that re‘ 
cords, and plays back, a still video frame comprising 
separate fields recorded on concentric tracks on a disk. 
Since the same heads are used for recording as for play 
back, the head separation d1 determines track separation 
thereby providing the bene?ts of dual entering as 
shown by FIG. 4(C). 
The invention has been described in detail with par 

ticular reference to a presently preferred embodiment, 
but it will be understood that variations and modifica 
tions can be effected within the spirit and scope of the 
invention. 
What is claimed is: 
1. A method for determining the approximate center 

of a prerecorded track on a rotary medium, said method 
comprising the steps of: 
moving a transducer radially in relation to the me 
dium whereby an amplitude signal is generated at 
an output of the transducer as it traverses one or 
more prerecorded tracks on the medium; 

sampling the amplitude signal generated by the mov 
ing transducer; 

comparing amplitude samples to ?nd a signal maxi 
mum; 

retaining the amplitude sample representative of the 
signal maximum; 

subtracting one or more amplitude samples succeed 
ing the signal maximum from the retained ampli 
tude sample; and ' 

validating the signal maximum as track center when 
the difference between an amplitude sample and 
the retained sample exceeds a predetermined 
threshold. 

2. The method as claimed in claim 1 further compris 
ing the steps of: 

counting and accumulating increments of transducer 
movement after the signal maximum is found; 

retaining the accumulated count when the signal 
maximum is validated as track center; and 

moving the transducer in an opposite radial direction 
in response to the retained count until the trans 
ducer overlies the approximate center of the prere 
corded track producing the signal maximum. 

3. The method as claimed in claim 1 in which said 
step of moving a transducer further comprises moving a 
pair of transducers radially in relation to the medium 
whereby an amplitude signal is generated at an output 
of a leading transducer as it traverses one or more prere 
corded tracks on the medium, said method further com 
prising the steps of: _ 

counting and accumulating increments of transducer 
movement after the signal maximum is found; 

retaining the accumulated count when the signal 
maximum is validated as track center; and 

moving the pair of transducers in response to the 
retained count until the trailing transducer overlies 
the approximate center of the prerecorded track 
producing the signal maximum. 

4. A method for-centering a magnetic head over a 
selected, information-bearing track on a magnetic disk, 
said method comprising the steps of: 

rotating the disk at a predetermined angular fre 
quency; 

moving the head radially in relation to the rotating 
disk whereby an amplitude signal is generated at an 



of positioning the head over track center comprises: 

magnetic heads over a selected, information-bearing 
track on a magnetic disk, said pair of heads comprising 
a leading head separated by a predetermined ?xed dis 
tance from a trailing head, said method comprising the 
steps of: ’ 
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output of the head as it traverses one or more 
tracks on the disk; 

sampling the amplitude signal generated by the mov 
ing head; 

low pass ?ltering the sampled amplitude signal; 5 
comparing ?ltered amplitude samples to ?nd a signal 
maximum; 

retaining the amplitude sample representative of the 
signal maximum; 

generating a difference between an amplitude signal 
succeeding the signal maximum and the retained 
amplitude sample; 

con?rming the signal maximum as track center when 
the difference exceeds a predetermined threshold; 
and 

positioning the head over track center by returning 
the head to the position providing the signal maxi 
mum. 

5. The method as claimed in claim 4 in which the step 
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20 

counting and accumulating increments of head move 
ment after the signal maximum is found; 

retaining the accumulated count when the signal 
maximum is con?rmed as track center; and 

moving the head in an opposite radial direction in 
response to the retained count and the low pass 
?lter delay until the head overlies the approximate 
center of the selected track. 

6. The method as claimed in claim 4 in which the step 

25 

30 
of low pass ?ltering is effective below a cutoff fre 
quency that in turn is below the predetermined angular 
frequency of the rotating disk. 

7. A method for centering a selected one of a pair of 

35 

rotating the disk at a predetermined angular fre 
quency; ‘ ' 

moving the pair of heads radially in relation to the 
rotating disk whereby an amplitude signal is gener 
ated at an output of the leading head as it traverses 
one or more tracks on the disk; ' 

sampling the amplitude signal generated by the lead 
ing head; 

low pass ?ltering the sampled amplitude signal; 
comparing ?ltered amplitude samples to ?nd a signal 
maximum; 

retaining the amplitude sample representative of the 
signal maximum; 

generating a difference between an amplitude signal 
succeeding the signal maximum and the retailed 
amplitude sample; 

con?rming the signal maximum as track center when 
the difference exceeds a predetermined threshold; 
and 

positioning the pair of heads relative to track center 
by moving the trailing head to the position provid- 60 
ing the signal maximum. 

8. The method as claimed in claim 7 in which the step 
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of positioning the trailing head over track center com 
prises: 

counting and accumulating increments of leading 65 
head movement after the signal maximum is found; 

retaining the accumulated count when the signal 
maximum is con?rmed as track center; and 

8 
moving the pair of heads in the same radial direction 

in response to the retained count, the predeter 
mined head separation and the low pass ?lter delay 
until the trailing head overlies the approximate 
center of the selected track. 

9. The method as claimed in claim 7 in which the step 
of low pass ?ltering is effective below a cutoff fre 
quency that in turn is below the predetermined angular 
frequency of the rotating disk. ' 

10. Apparatus for centering a transducer over an 
information-bearing track on a recording medium 
mounted for rotation in relation to the transducer, said 
apparatus comprising: 

means for radially moving the transducer across the 
rotating medium thereby generating an amplitude 
signal as the transducer passes over the informa 
tion-bearing track; 

means responsive to the relative levels of two instan 
taneous values of the amplitude signal for distin 
guishing a peak amplitude value corresponding to a 
peak in the amplitude signal waveform; 

means for generating a difference signal representa 
tive of the differences between said peak value and 
one or more instantaneous values subsequent to 
said two instantaneous values; 

means for generating a validation signal in response 
to the_difference signal exceeding a predetermined 
threshold; and 

means responsive to the validation signal for reposi 
tioning the transducer over the information-bear 
ing' track. _ 

11. Apparatus as claimed in claim 10 further includ 
ing means for measuring the distance of transducer 
movement between the position producing the peak 
value and the position producing the validation signal, 
and in which said means responsive to the validation 
signal is also responsive to said measuring means for 
repositioning the transducer over the information-bear 
ing track. - 

12. Apparatus as claimed in claim 10 in which said 
two instantaneous values are consecutive instantaneous 
values. 

13. Apparatus for positioning transducer means rela 
tive to an information-bearing track on a recording 
medium mounted for rotation in relation to the trans 
ducer means, said transducer means including ?rst and 
second transducers radially separated in relation to the 
rotating medium by a predetermined ?xed distance, said 
apparatus comprising: 
means for radially moving the transducer means 

across the rotating medium whereby said ?rst 
transducer leads the second transducer across the 
medium thereby generating an amplitude signal as 
the ?rst transducer passes over the information 
bearing track; 

means responsive to the relative levels of two instan 
taneous values of the amplitude signal for distin 
guishing a peak amplitude value corresponding to a 
peak in the amplitude signal waveform; 

means for generating a difference signal representa 
tive of the differences between said peak value and 
one or more instantaneous values subsequent to 
said two instantaneous values; 

means for generating a validation signal in response 
to the difference signal exceeding a predetermined 
threshold; and 

means responsive to the validation signal for position 
ing said transducer means relative to the informa 
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tion-bearing track whereby said second transducer’ 
is centered over the information-bearing track. 

14. Apparatus as claimed in claim 13 further includ 
ing means for measuring the distance of transducer 
movement between the position producing the peak 
value and the position producing the validation signal, 
and in which said means responsive to the validation 
signal is also responsive to said measuring means and 
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10 
the predetermined separation distance of the transduc 
ers for continuing transducer movement in the same 
direction until the second transducer is centered over 
the information-bearing track. 

15. Apparatus as claimed in claim 13 in which said 
two instantaneous values are consecutive instantaneous 
values. 
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